THE BALFOUR-CHAMBERLAIN PERIOD
73
of Colonial Preference. The two things together plunged Mr. Balfour's Government into a controversy which was to be its ruin, and rallied Free Traders to the support of the Liberal party which instantly took up the challenge. Three days after Sir Wilfred Laurier had spoken, Mr. Chamberlain, the Colonial Secretary, told his constituents that he too favoured the policy of Preference and was ready for a wide departure from the " old shibboleths " and " antiquated methods" of the Free Trade system. This brought confusion to the Cabinet, which contained a powerful group of convinced Free Traders; and Sir Michael Hicks Beach, the author of the corn tax, now declared it to be " the most perfect delusion that can be conceived " that the Government would " encourage trade with our Colonies by initiating a tariff war with all those foreign countries who are our largest and greatest customers."
For the next few months the controversy simmered. Sir Michael Hicks Beach stood firm against the remission of the tax in favour of the colonies, but in the autumn resigned from the Government and was succeeded as Chancellor of the Exchequer by Mr. Ritchie, who was, if anything, an even stauncher Free Trader. In the Budget of 1903 the corn tax was withdrawn, and the Free Traders had won the first round, thanks to the efforts of their friends in the Cabinet.
Mr, Chamberlains Manifesto
Mr. Chamberlain, meanwhile, had paid a visit to South Africa and on his return acquiesced for the moment in the remission of the corn tax as being from his point of view slightly better than its retention and the refusal of Colonial Preference. But he had no idea of accepting defeat at the hands of Mr. Ritchie, and shortly after the introduction of the Budget he made a speech at Birmingham (May 15, 1903) in which he enlarged his demands and declared a policy of Protection, including food-taxes and preference, to be imperative for the Empire and announced his intention of making it the issue at the next election. A few hours before this speech was delivered Mr. Balfour, the Prime Minister, had defended the repeal of the corn tax to a Unionist deputation on the ground that it could not be a permanent part of our fiscal system and had described it as " a tax Which revived eld
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